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Why Dawn Macdonald? 


Bicycling? I like bicycling! T like it a lot! So last summer when I was 
in Saratoga’s Northshire Bookstore I picked up a copy of Tree 
Abraham's Cyclettes, a series of cycling vignettes traversing the 
bumpy terrain of memory, family, and melancholy. A few months later, 
I stumbled upon a review of Cyclettes by a self-proclaimed “re- 
emerging” poet, with a degree in Applied Mathematics, living in 
Whitehorse, Yukon, returning to the craft of poetry “after many years 
of working on unfinished novels and generally not completing 
projects,” whose first pook of poems, Northerny, will be released on 
February 22, 2024. Her blurb went on to say that she was “raised off 
the grid ...ina cabin down a dirt road without electricity or 
running water ...and went to her scholarship interview wearing shoes 
she had found at the dump.” This was enough to hook me. I began 
googling “Dawn Macdonald” after ordering Wortzerny online. 


Bio 


Dawn Macdonald, a self-described “re-emerging” poet, has a Bachelor of 
Science degree in Applied Mathematics with Theoretical Physics from 
Western University in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada. She has worked as an 
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Institutional Researcher for 20-plus years, providing quantitative 
and qualitative data and analysis for Yukon University. As a poet, she 
has had work published in several print and online literary journals, 
including The Antigonish Review, Asimov’s Science Fiction, Canadian 
Literature, The Fiddlehead, FOLIO, Grain, Literary Review of Canada, 
The Malahat Review, OxMag, Strange Horizons, and Vallum. Her work has 
been nominated for a Pushcart Prize. 


Macdonald’s Poetry 


Macdonald’s poems temper a poetic soulfulness with a comic’s sense for 
absurdity and punch. They speak with smart humor and wit, linguistic 
delight, and honest observations spiked with confession, always with 
an ear, too, for what the poet can’t say. Macdonald’s take on born-and- 
raised life in the north avoids romanticism with a well-wrought 
adventurousness, resisting the expected words with a survivor's voice, 
respect, and insight. 


Fresh, funny, and imbued with infectious energy, Northerny tells a 
much-needed and compelling story of growing up and living in the 
North. Here are no tidy tales of aurora borealis and adventures in 
snow. For Macdonald, the North is not an escape, a pathway to 
enlightenment, or a lifestyle choice. It’s a messy, beautiful, and 
painful point of origin. People from the North want to tell their own 
stories in their own way, including their experiences growing up on 
the land, getting an education, and struggling to find jobs and 
opportunities. Expertly balancing lyric reflection and ferocious 
realism, Macdonald bursts the cultural myths of self-interest and 
superiority that have long dominated conversations about both 
Northern spaces and working-class identities. 


Dawn Macdonald's poetry is alive with curiosity and truth. She speaks 
in conversation at times soft and at times bitter, creating images from 
a reality that can be obscure yet familiar. Macdonald singular work 
reveals the unromantic beauty of a storied northern world full of 
lichen, kingfishers, and dog hair. Her poems open new paths in poetry 
from the high latitudes. This work is a bright addition to any Library. 
- Ernestine Hayes, Alaska State Writer Laureate 2017-2018 


Northerny echolocates around the rural, urban, and more-than-human 


worlds with unflinching curiousity. Macdonald's poetry bewilders 
Janguage, making it romp, flit, and twist. Her images are in turn 
luminous and jarring cut with knite-sharp wit, unafraid to trespass 
against our expectations, - Clea Roberts 


in Nortnzerny, Dawn Kacdonald tempers a poetic soulfulness with a 
comics sense for absurdity and punch. These poems speak with smart 
Lunor and wit, linguistic delight, and nonest observations spiked wit 
confession, always with an ear, too, for what their poet can’t say. 
Macdonald's take on born-and-raised lite in the north avoids romantic 
quagmires with a well-cured settler colonial self-conscioUusness. 
Macdonald resists worn expectations in this fresh expansion of 
northern literature rich with voice, earned insight, and meaning. - 
Jeremy Fataky, Overwinter 


Selected Poems 


Contact Forces 
Some people don’t like their food to touch. 


Some like to rub up on the corners of buildings can’t turn the block 
without squeezing the stone. 


Like the way we used to run our hands through the grass when we 
walked in the ditch 

peside the old road, keeping clear of cars, wetting palms on seedheads. 
A kind of okay to 

the things that are stuck in the ground. We like them, and they can’t 
get away. 


When I was a kid I tried taping my thumbs to my palms to find out 
what it would be like to live without opposability. I should have been 
clued in py the difficulty encountered in taping down the second one. 
Then spent the afternoon swiping without grasping. 


Touching is bringing things into contiguity in space and time. The 
forces in operation in this problem are electromagnetic. However, we 


typically represent them as arrows which may be resolved into 
components. Contact forces may be described as tension, compression, 
torsion, or shear. The coefficient of friction will assume a different 
value depending whether the objects have pegun to slide relative to 
one another. Frictional forces cause energy to be dissipated as heat or 
sound. That’s entropy workin’ for ya, as a good friend of mine used to 
say. 


Some people are a fan of the one-pot meal Some like to let their 
fingers do the cooking. Some would rather they needn't eat, the none- 
pot meal, would feed their bodies slowly to the air. 


Quickness 


Did you ever hold a frog in your cupped 
closed hands, she asks? It’s like 

that, only, you know, 

right on top of your bladder. 


The frog was 

rot-colored, leaf-veined. A splot 
of ponefat, a wriggling towelette. 
to hold was 

shock, thrill, contact, 

other, murder. trying not 

to murder. to be so gentle 

a trap. a house. an observation 
tower. 


from here you could see, I said, 
so far. if T let you 
out. you kick. 
fr 
like frogs. 
I like the way 
) when I open ( 
it jumped. 
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your neighbour was jealous of your lobelia 
but you didn’t know you had a garden 


2. 
I found a spider on a leaf and you found another one; 
I said, perhaps they have some kind of relationship 


3. 
I called all my goldfish Nicolas Bourbaki 
but you didn’t think fish needed names 


4, 
tongue huddled in the corner of my mouth as 
soundless as the tongues of paper clips. just holding 


5. 
I said there was a lacuna in your argument; 
you said it sounded like a butterfly 


6. 

I’m sorry I accidentally used the Kali Yuga laundry cycle; 
I guess it shredded our clothes and beat them with skulls, 
put look this one pair of pants came out Versace 


u 
your voice against my sternum: 
your voice was my voice 


8, 
hush, you said. you shouldn't 
say those things. mmhmn, I said. mmhmm 


9, 
fe) 
fe) 


the window 
closes the door 
from across the room 


iis 
only the rain is still talking to these trees 


Cold War Wash Day 


When we integrated under the curve and the fuel 
ignited, when push came to 
rubber glove, and in all the kitchens 
food fell from plates, 
we leapt into our holes and made 
tracks, one small, 
one just right. 
One side makes you human. 
One side wakes you. 
One side makes you see stars. 
When we pulled out all our handkerchiefs, chain 
rule, integration py parts, Bessel 
functions and approximation by 
infinite series near a point, the gap 
dilated and everywhere we walked 
in new-bought shoes, 
here one centimeter, zero point five, there 
a squeak, a prize 
blister, a glow. The lint detached itself 
from our jackets and we paraded before our own 
discarded fluff. We shed, 
and were proud. 
Never have the oven and the dryer 
stood so square, nor their dials 
counted further down. 


Courtship of Land and Sky 

He made our home of flour and salt 

I put ash on my forehead to clarify the skin 
He skinned yams for the pan 

I cropped my shirt to see out my stomach’s eye 
He seeded the beds 


I lay down 

He covered me 
I hummed 

He hummed 


Neither of us knew the words 


TO CAR PARK 


pine needles align 

iron filings 

magnet rain 

tree vomits dried 
apricot egg fruit spore 


probably we are already dead and these are 
the sights of the things that did for us. 

My next word will be a spit-up slice 

or orange. 


I mean we've all seen this movie and it’s not enough. 
There’s bears in the woods, but 

bears mind bear business. 

I’m no porridge-gobbler B&E. 

bark twists bulges out 

gravity and hysteresis 

sky is a ghost 


purple, and sliding the wrong 
way from the downstairs wind. 
These are the signs of the dead: 
WELCOME, and 

EXIT. 


This isn’t the house. 


This isn’t the house I grew up in. 

We’re both set in our ways. 

I’ve walked on trails that pass uncomfortably close to trees. 
I’ve walked on trails that humans don’t use. 

I found the head of an animal with fur still on. 

This isn’t the house I grew up in. 

We’ve both gone our own ways. 

I spooked a grouse and set him running. 

I found the house of an animal with fur still on. 

I walked past the feathers of the caught grouse, tumbled. 
She’s gone to feed the fox. 

This isn’t the head I grew up in. 

I walked past feathers, loose, and lasting after everything alive has 
left. 


Increase 


children are like fungus— 
alive, that’s something 
you can say about them. 


growth is its own 
value proposition. 
love’s supposed 

to be automatic 
like transmission. 


children get bigger when it rains, 
get bigger when it’s hot, 
get bigger through drought. 


children follow the cube-square law; 
their hearts slow as they grow. 


children are like mice. they learn 
to avoid the peanut-bputter traps, 
and drive you from your home. 
you're downtown saying, 

I thought they were cute 

at first. I can’t 

go pack. 


a child is a step toward a corpse, 

and a step away. 

the dead wall us in our siege city. 

we see more birds than ever. 

a bird is a symbol and a speck. 

overhead, the moon, a bone egg. 

overhead, the moon, a bone pushed through 
a Dlackened skin. 


children are fossils—past 
dug up and cast in new 
exhibits, to be seen and read 
on the accompanying card. 


children are paper clips 
made of gray goo, a while loop 
that’s true by definition. 


children are on the ground, 

in the yard, 

under the house, 

over the fence. love’s supposed 
to get lost while one counts 

to ten, and make it easy 

to be found. love’s supposed 

to grow like children do. to come 
in when the streetlights go. to 
live in podies out of podies 


automatic. spreading. eating. 
in the walls. according to rules. 
its own reaction. 


a child is a step. 

a step is an operation. 
a move, a cut, 

a cup, a trip, 

an embarkation. a state. 
I just love children, 
says everyone. I just 
love. contamination. 
out of the cut, fluid. 


a child is 

a fatal fungus. 
that’s 
something. 


Unregulated Waste Management Facility 


Listen, all kids love 
to play at the dump. 


I have no sister, but 
the trash is Plesh to me. 


We all have normal dreams 
or empty roll-on deodorant. 


I have no prother, yet 

I’m wearing cast-off shoes. 
Kids like it. It’s 

a Chicken-bone graveyard. 


Hach one could be 
the finger-joint of the gone twin. 


Sometimes I talk too fast and ... 

ifive lines missing] 

... put my tongue in sprints. 

The following is as follows: 

one, a principle; two, the perception of damp; 
three, multiply by five 

to get the distance to the storm. 

... (approximately two-and-a-half 


lines missing] ... (?u11?) throat. 


A Word, a Spark 


The dead fish telephone pole 
carrying the cable. 
Empty eyes at the junction. 


No bigger than a pread box, 

all of it, 

Statistical Mechanics in a NutshelL 
Easily compassed within 

an arm, a cubit, a foot, 

a hand, an inch, a thump. 


It doesn’t take so much. 


The Chambers Dictionary definition of éclair. 


God watches the fall of each hair 
from a man’s head until he’s bald 
& laughs behind His hand. 

Jesus laughed. 
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The starlings 
lined up, 
preened, fluffed, & flew. 


It doesn’t take so much 
it may not last 
who cares, who cares 


a cow's eye, a fetal pig 


if you give them to me one at a time 711 
pe able to tell you 


a question mark on a street sign 
a misplaced $ 


a flock of sheep’s brains 
arrayed & curlicued 


fly, my dear, the cat is coming 


the sky pinks out to day. 


Small Phalanges (The Seven Ravens) 


When your brothers are birds your bones break 
and enter; 

that’s what we’ve learned; 

that’s what we’ve learned. 


You'd expect them to go after the soft parts, 
eyes and tongue, mainly. 


You might have to spend 

a hundred years asleep, or eating dust, 

or living in a bachelor apartment and brushing 
your hair, if your hair is the kind that 
brushes, that takes 100 strokes. 
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When your brothers are birds you ask yourself, 

owl or egg, 

raven or riddle; 

it doesn’t matter; you should go ahead and pack 

a basket; all brothers need a good lunch after a long journey. 
That's what we've learned. 

You may have to sail for a thousand nights 

over stormy water; 

you may turn out to be 

an only child. 


The Arctic terns fly 
from pole to pole 
and rarely come to land. 


Party Plans 


I’m asking you to give me your wineglasses 

so I can smash them on the river rocks 

that I prought here in my pocket for this purpose 

and then instead of dancing I’m afraid we'll have to spend the rest of 
the night 

wearing thick-soled shoes and sweeping 

up and being very careful not to fall 

s0 let that be a lesson to us 


inext night] 

I’m asking you to give me something soft 
something that won't hurt us 

your heart 


Aperture 


I was looking for the fox 

to snap and text to 

you, your new phone. 

nature though was keeping quiet. 
nature was out of town. 
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next morning I’11 confess I over marmaladed 

the toast on purpose, trying to make up 

for the chromatic deficiency, for orangelessness, 
though the sky begins to show at times 

we can observe, now, look— 


the fox’s tail flicks 
from cloud to cloud. 


Manner of Speech 


i wrote a computer program to write haiku, This was in 1994 or 
thereabouts. I wrote it in PASCAL. Here is its best work: 


The taller teacher 
enlightens slowly, but this 
ignorance consumes. 


Or rather not its best work. It had no best work, because I hadn't 
written into the program any sort of function for pesting. it only had 
functions for working. The above work is the only work it made that I 
remember 25 years later. 


The other day I was walking down 3rd Avenue and I heard a man say, 
“Tt’s about yay big,” which is a thing my father says. “Yay” or “yea”? 
Or “yae”? I thought of my father but it didn’t occur to me to call him. 
IT actually need to call him for practical purposes to do with a kid 
and a car but I’ve been putting it off. I don’t like talking on the 
telephone. 


Suppose that I had written a computer program for having telephone 
conversations. It wouldn’t have to have good ones. It would just have 
to have ones that followed the rules. 


“Hello.” 

“Hello.” 

“Do you know who this is?” 
“NO ”? 
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“we neither.” 


Quiz: Which Metaphor 

Are You? 

The mind is a bird 

breaking its beak on the pane 
harrowing the walls 


We don’t know how anything, even so small 
as this flycatcher, could have got into 
the generator room. 

Poor thing, it nested. 


The mind is a turtle in a turtle tank, 
double-shelled. 


We came home one night and, huh, no turtle. 

We searched; I must have spent an hour 

moving boxes from underneath the table (my boyfriend 
at the time was a bit of a hoarder). 

Little guy turned out to be 

behind the desk covered in lint 

pushed up inside a tube of pubblewrap 

conserving turtlejuice. 


Getting out is risky 
put then 

going in 

in the first place 


The mind is a puffbpall on a dry stem. 


According to the book, Weeds of Canada, 
‘a weed is a plant that is growing 
where it is not wanted.’ 


The mind has better things to do, surely, 
drops the book on the giveaway pile, shoves 
the body down 

the stairs put carefullyone foot 
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per step, controlled 

descentto where the stuff of life is 

strewn beside the kettle and the refrigerator 
hums a solid B. 


Well, the jolly old mind. Everyone 
knows it’s a right emergent evo- 
devo embodied sort of chap, an id-ridden 
Triune Person (a bit like 
some other guy we know 
for that matter). 
That matter. 


It’s a thing that sees ghosts in fire 
and flames torching through the margarine ads on tv, 
that sees and sees 


that’s forever peering about itself 
muttering 
losing its hat and demanding 
to be taken to where the light shafts down 
upon a rock-plank shore. 


We always imagine, sir, that we'd 
find things to do with ourselves all day 
if only we were standing in that spot of beauty, 
a beauty, mind, that’s apparent mainly 
from here. 
Don’t go, don’t go 
the boat is broken 


there’s a hell of a wind and only 


this heap of half-pulped planks to hold you 


Transcriped on Leaves and Thrown Into the Wind 
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via. Unstamatic 
Sometimes I talk too fast and 


ifive lines missing] 

put my tongue in sprints. 

The following is as follows: 

one, a principle; two, the perception of damp; 
three, multiply by five 

to get the distance to the storm. 
japproximately two-and-a-half 


lines missing] (full?) throat. 


best if left 

before 

(a stone, a rock) 

you should say 

your thoughts 

(in the language of thought 


which is, dread, language) 
you should stop. 


it’s a sign 


I cannot tell you how much pleasure I have derived from taking 
things absolutely literally. 


50 km per hour when children are on roadway 

say good night, Gracie. 

I walk into the poreal 

(a. tree, a stalk) 

and there is nothing to take. 

G&A 

1, What inspired or motivated you to write this poem? 


Poetry is a technique for thinking with. The movement of poetry words 
calling up other words through rhythm and sound, ideas untolding 
tarough layers of associationleads thought in ways I find productive. 
Charles Olson talked about composition by breathhe had a whole 
philosophy and method attached to this, but I do think of poetry as a 
kind of natural exhalation, and we all know it can be difficult to 
breathe at times. 


This particular poem was written after one of many walks in the 
woods, starting from the thought that things in the woods are not 
things, they just are. I'm attracted to the futility of the project of 
putting into words the uselessness of words. I keep circling around 
this in different ways; this poem is one of those. 


2 How did your writing process untold around this poem? How did you 
write, edit, and refine it? 


I’ve always got a notebook on me or near me, and I’ve spent a lot of 
time trying to work out the exact dimensions and weight of the ideal 
notebook that is suitably portable yet not too cramped to 
accommodate longer lines or larger thoughts. The lines of this poem 
were jotted down ina parking lot at the trailhead on the Chadburn 
foad, more or less in the form you see them here, with some subsequent 
tinkering as to the specific examples of “taking things absolutely 
literally.” 
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The sign reading “50 km per hour when children are on roadway” can 
be tound along the Stewart-Cassiar, and the line about “say goodnight, 
Gracie,” of course belongs to the great comedian Gracie Allen, I toyed 
with a couple of other examples, like the sign by the river in 
Whitehorse that says “The following conditions may exist” (very 
existential) and then lists “No Swimming” as one of these potentially 
existing conditionsbut settled on the two in the poem as combining the 
virtues of simplicity with humour and a tinge of darkness. 


The title, “best if lett,” was originally the first line of the poem. For 
a while I had it repeated as such under the title, but in revisiting 
this poem for submission, I cut the Line. 


My One Time Agreeing With US. President Donald Trump 


I never understood wind 

how it loops and loses 

sort ground, loess 

picking things up over here and 

putting them down over there 

you know you cannot keep 

scutfling with such big feet 

and how it grabs you and lets you 

go home saying, “oh, the wind.” 

the wind answers to different 

names breeze, blow, gale, 

gust, low pressure outflow 

but most often we say, “it’s windy,” and get no 
answer, can’t even hear 

you say, “it’s windy” just see 

the lips move. the wind is all the sound. 
and I have never understood. 

there’s more to the wind, I think, 

than what we think. 

for a thought is but a twinge, a sputtered 
spark; the wind can strip bark and lay low 
oak, house, holiday 

umbrella, can blow the day dark. 
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the wind is of the world and always 
chasing its tail, though it has 
nowhere to go, just around, and I could learn 
to stop standing, and still 

to let you know. 

I saw your lips move. 

words don’t matter. 

I saw the shapes of them, 

going up and down, 

and I say, though I don’t know, 

“T know,” and “yes.” 


fi wrote this poem based on the headline, but then went back to read 
the story, and found further points of contact. T never understood 
wind,’ says U.S, President Donald Trump, and I have to agree with him 
wind is baffling even that word, ‘baffling,’ sounds like a word tora 
kind of wind. Okay, to be fair, ne was talking about wind turbines, 
which have their pros (renewable energy) and cons (threats to wildlife 
among them), and which probably most readers of the article don’t 
understand in all their engineering detail It almost doesn’t matter 
what he doesn’t understandonce you start with not understanding one 
thing, it spirals out into a whole chain of things to not understand 
until you've unstuck the entire layer of meaning from the world. So 
there! 


20 


Past Poesy Cafes (from 2010) 


Sherman Alexie - Edie 

Yahuda Amichai - Edie 

A. R. Ammons - Edie 

John Ashbery - TomC 

W. H. Auden - Pam 

Basho - Pam 

Elizabeth Bishop - Sue 

Eavan Boland - Therese Broderick” 
Tanella Boni - Philomena 

Philip Booth - TomB 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning - Tim Verhaegen* 
Mahogany L. Browne - Edie 
Charles Bukowski - Mike Burke” 
Anne Carson - Tome 

Raymond Carver - Mike Burke” 
Sandra Cisneros - Edie 

Lucille Clifton - Ann 

Alfonso Cortes - Dennis Sullivan* 
Robert Creeley - Mark O’Brien* 

HE. E. Cummings - Philomena 

Emily Dickinson - TomC 

Russell Edson - Mark O’Brien* 

T. 5. Hliot - Pam 

Carrie Fountain - Ann 

Robert Frost - Howard Kogan* 
Jack Gilbert (2x) - TomC 

Allen Ginsberg - Dennis Sullivan* 
Louise Gluck - Sue 

Donald Hall - Howard Kogan* 
Mark Halliday - Megan Gillespie’ 
Twyla Hansen - Edie 

Seamus Heaney - Mark O’Brien” 
Lyn Hejinian - TomC 

Jane Hirshfield — Ann 

Tony Hoagland - Sue 

Linds Hogan - Philomena 

Susan Howe - TomC 

Ted Hughes - Mike Burke” 
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Issa - Larry Rapant* 

Patrick Kavanagh - Dennis Sullivan’ 
Jane Kenyon - Pam 

Jack Kerouac - Alan Casline* 

Yusef Komunyakaa - Ann 

Ted Kooser - Howard Kogan* 

Maxine Kumin - TomB 

Danusha Lameris - Sue 

Philip Larkin - Howard Kogan* 

Ben Lerner — Edie 

Denise Levertov - Ann 

Philip Levine - TomB 

Michael Longley - Philomena 
Federico Garcia. Lorca - Sue 
Nathaniel Mackey - Tome 

Heather McHugh - Tome 

Duncan McNaughton - Alan Casline* 
W. S. Merwin - Therese Broderick” 
Edna St. Vincent Millay - Philomena 
Czeslaw Milosz - Art Willis™ 
Chelsey Minnis - Larry Rapant* 
Joni Mitchell - Tim Verhaegen* 
HBileen Myles - Tim Verhaegen* 
Mark Nepo - Philomena 

Naomi Shihab Nye - Philomena 
Nizar Qabbani - Edie 

John O’Donohue - Philomena 
Sharon Olds - Pam 

Mary Oliver - Philomena 

Charles Olsen - Alan Casline* 
Marge Piercy - Megan Gillespie” 
Robert Pinsky - Ann 

Ezra Pound - Alan Casline* 

Arthur Rimbaud - Dennis Sullivan* 
Delmore Schwartz - TomB 

Anne Sexton - Pam 

Charles Simic - Peter Boudreaux” 
Emily Skillings - TomC 

Tracy K. Smith - Ann 

Gary Snyder - Peter Boudreaux” 
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Wallace Stevens - Dennis Sullivan’ 
Bianca Stone - Tomc 

Mark Strand - TomC 

Dylan Thomas - Mike Burke* 
Ocean Vuong - Ann 

David Wagoner - Pam 

Dashaun Washington - Edie 
Walt Whitman - Tome 

C.K. Williams - Howard Kogan* 
William Carlos Williams - TomB 
Baron Wormser - Edie 

Dean Young - TomB 

Kevin Young - Ann 
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